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Ghost brings news—and a warning. A new VR sim has launched. No fanfare. No safety protocols. Just one objective: Infiltrate Tartarus and rescue Princess Persephone from the immortal tyrant who holds her captive—Hades, the Lord of the Underworld.

Ariel and Jenna accept without hesitation. They’ve survived deathmatches, nightmare loops, and cyberpunk hellscapes. But this time, to enter the game... they have to die. And in this simulation, death is real. There are no respawns.

What they don’t know is the truth behind the code. The sim is corrupt, its reality bleeding into the underworld it was meant to mimic. A trap set by the ruthless Lidia Gates, who forced the game into release—untested, unstable, and lethal. Everyone who jacks in? Gone. Erased. Zeroed out.

Now trapped in a digital afterlife, Ariel and Jenna descend into a world ruled by forgotten gods, decaying monsters, and torments not even the damned deserve. Their memories flicker. Their bodies rot. Time bends around them. Something ancient is watching.

The gates have closed behind them. To escape, they must outwit demons, seduce death, and face a goddess whose paradise hides something far worse than punishment. In Tartarus, there is no game. Only pain, madness—and the slow unraveling of the soul.
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The move from Unit 721 to Ariel’s dome happens fast—suspiciously fast. Barely out of the shower, still toweling off from their post-sim cleanup, the techs arrive. No warning, no pre-brief, just a knock, a flash of credentials, and they’re inside.

Ariel expected delays with red tape, and bureaucracy. A new gaming chair should’ve taken weeks to requisition, and even longer to install. But NASTI moves like they’re on fire. They haul Jenna’s old rig across the compound and jack it into the dome’s central systems before she can ask who authorized the order.

She figured it would involve rewiring the dome spine. Maybe new fiber laid beneath the floor. Instead, all it takes is two meters of power cable and a quick splice into her existing junction box. Jenna’s chair pings the hub, syncs to the node cluster, and boom—it’s live.

The second chair devours space, pushing out her chaise lounge and killing the minimalist vibe. But it turns out to be a blessing. They need the space—Jenna’s gear includes enough rifles, grenades, and armor to invade a small country. Ariel orders a modular trunk for storage. Padded lid, sleek finish. Add a few pillows, and it doubles as a bench. Home sweet war bunker.

***

ACROSS THE FACILITY, Project Manager Drew Martel bolts toward the executive wing. His heart races—not from caffeine, but dread. He doesn't trust the secure VR comms for this. Not with her listening.

Not that he doubts his team at NASTI—they're good people—mostly. But Lidia Gates? The biotech vulture queen herself? She’s another story. The Gates Foundation funds half their projects, but Lidia operates like she’s above law, ethics, and physics. And now, she has crossed a line.

The sim flagged "Tartarus" wasn’t cleared. No oversight. Just dumped into the queue with a DARPA stamp and a kill switch hidden in its code. Drew has the logs. He’s read them twice. It doesn’t simulate death. It causes it. Anyone who jacks in flatlines—instantly.

He slams into Jerry’s office without knocking and immediately regrets it. The CEO is reclined in his haptic chair, fully immersed. Judging by the rhythmic groans, the wet hiss of internal lubes, and the blush rising on Drew’s neck, the sim isn’t business-related.

Shit!

Drew slumps into the chair across from Jerry’s desk and waits, eyes on the clock. He could jack into Jerry’s sim to yank him out, but if it’s what he thinks it is, he’ll end up in some softcore orgy where Jerry’s playing a centaur with eight cocks.

Better to wait.

***

INSIDE ARIEL’S DOME, Jenna lounges naked on the chair laid flat, hair still damp, legs draped across Ariel’s thighs. She’s radiant, blissed out from a double orgasm and the high of moving in. Her smile hasn’t faded in hours.

Not since they smashed in the shower. Not since they collapsed on the makeshift bed. Not since Ariel whispered, she was happy Jenna was here. Really here.

“You’re glowing,” Ariel murmurs.

“Because I’m home,” Jenna replies.

Every kiss is electricity. Every touch carries heat. When they make love now, it’s not just tension relief. It’s laughter and chaos and fire. It’s Jenna giggling mid-thrust, whispering, “You’re mine now, nerd-girl.”

Then—like a wet blanket tossed on an open flame—Ghost’s voice crackles through the overhead.

“Ten minutes until the simulation portal opens.”

Ariel jolts upright. “Ghost! You were supposed to give us an hour notice!”

“I tried,” Ghost replies smugly. “But someone was—shall we say—occupied?”

He drops into a perfect audio clip of Ariel’s moaning: “Yes, yes, Jenna! Fuck me harder! Just like that—I’m coming!”

Jenna bursts out laughing. Ariel goes crimson. “I am not that loud.”

“Yes, you are,” Jenna says, still giggling. “And I love it. You sound like a kitten getting electrocuted.”

Ghost chuckles. “Adorable, really. I recorded six variations. Would you like to hear them looped with a synth beat? I can call it ‘Lo-Fi Squeals to Smash To.’”

Ariel groans. “You’re a digital perv.”

“Guilty,” Ghost replies. “But in my defense, your performance quality has improved significantly since Jenna moved in. Good for team cohesion.”

“Ghost, we don’t have time for this,” Ariel snaps. “We have to prep.”

“You should’ve thought of that before hitting round three without cooldown,” Ghost replies. “I sent four alerts. You ignored all of them.”

Jenna stretches like a cat. “He’s not wrong.”

“No one asked you,” Ariel says, swatting her ass.

They scramble to the chairs, still a little damp, still buzzing from the afterglow. They slap absorbent pads into place—lesson learned after their last ‘wet entry.’

“Pads secure,” Jenna says.

“Chair sync stable,” Ariel confirms. “Ghost, are we still on target?”

“Portal opens in two minutes. I hope your IO ports are clean.”

“Ghost!” Ariel hisses.

“Hey, I’m just saying. It’s Hell, not a vacation. If you get stuck mid-jack because of a dirty socket, I’m not fetching your soul.”

The girls settle into the chairs, adjusting the recline. Armrest controls lower the lumbar supports and elevate the footrests.

“Sync us,” Ariel says. “We’re ready.”

Ghost’s voice drops to a more formal tone. “Neural interface initializing. Stand by for probe insertion.”

From beneath the footrests and arm rails, the bio-needles rise—four per chair—sliding into the ports at their ankles and wrists. Limbs go numb as the motor cortex detaches. Muscles lock.

Then the final probe rises. A smooth, humming needle—warm to the touch—aligns with the back of the neck, settling into the cerebral IO slot.

“Don’t die in Hell,” Ghost whispers playfully. “It’s bad for morale.”

The needle clicks in. The world disappears.

***

JERRY BLINKS BACK INTO meat-space, still dazed from whatever erotic fever dream he just left. His eyes fall on Drew, who’s sitting across from him, wild-eyed and pale.

“Why the hell are you in my office?”

“Tartarus,” Drew says, breathless. “It’s not a simulation. It’s a kill trap. The moment a user jacks in, they’re dead. Flatlined! There’s no environment. Just null space. Lidia pushed it through without protocol—no test run, no safety check.”

Jerry scowls. “We run black sims all the time. That’s the whole business. Simulate pandemics, wars, cyber-plagues. Depopulation is the deliverable.”

“This is not that,” Drew growls. “It doesn’t simulate Hell. It delivers it. Instant brain death. The logs are garbage—code fluff to make it look real. But it’s empty. It’s a digital guillotine.”

Jerry pales. “I just greenlit that sim. For our top two testers.”

“What time is it?”

Jerry checks the chrono on his wrist.

“Ten-thirty.”

Drew exhales sharply. “Then it’s done. They’re already in.”
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“Jenna... something’s wrong. We’re still here.”

Ariel’s limbs twitch as sensation creeps back into her arms and legs. The probes retract with a hiss, vanishing into their chairs. She sits up slowly, blinking hard, expecting to see code or an artificial horizon—but no. She’s back in the dome. Real walls. Real air. The dome’s too quiet. Too still.

Beside her, Jenna groans and raises her seat to an upright position. “Was that it? Felt like a false start.”

But something’s off. There’s a man standing in the dome. He wasn’t there a second ago.

He’s tall, statuesque, dressed in a black tailored suit with matching shirt and tie. His blond hair is meticulously combed, his eyes ice-blue and far too intense. Before either woman can speak, another man appears beside him—older, with flowing white hair and beard, cradling a large hourglass. The top bulb leaks sand in a slow, deliberate stream.

The man in black checks a gold pocket watch, flipping it open with a practiced snap. “Right on time.”

The older man lifts the hourglass. With a gesture, he stills the flow of sand. And the world freezes. The hum of electronics dies. Air particles stop mid-movement. Even light bends differently.

“There,” the older man says. “Now we have time.”

Ariel’s brain races. Time manipulation? Who the fuck are these guys?

Then she realizes—they're dressed. She and Jenna are not.

And of course, Ghost chimes in
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